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This is the story of a building. The 
goal of this paper is to inspire citizens 
to take greater action in their built en-
vironment to help determine its form, 
and prevent future buildings from 
being demolished. The conclusion 
about Las Vegas’ identity is up to the 
reader to decide if it is valid or not. 
Las Vegas would not be what it is 
today without the Hotel / Casino. 
Throughout its short history, Las 
Vegas has changed dramatically. A 
population explosion contributed to 
sprawl and suburban growth, while 
growing tourist numbers and com-
peting casino owners changed the 
urban fabric of the Strip and Down-
town Las Vegas. 
This paper will focus specifically on 
the Las Vegas Club, as it is the most 
recent Hotel / Casino to be fully 
demolished, one amongst many in 
Vegas history. The Las Vegas club 
arrived in 1931 with the city’s tallest 
neon sign, and left the city quietly in 
late 2017. Through visual anthropol-
ogy and architectural studies, it is 
evident that the Las Vegas Club is a 
rich historical site. 
While other cities around the U.S. 
have realized the potential of historic 
preservation and urban re-use, Las 
Vegas continues to demolish and 
make room for the new. Since the 
early 1990s, Las Vegas has begun a 
trend of demolishing its built environ-
ment for the sake of building bigger, 
better, newer and generating more 
revenue. This development model 
is outdated from a business and 
marketing standpoint, as well as an 
ecological perspective. According to 
a study commissioned by the Na-
tional Trust for Historic Preservation, 
nearly all (97 percent) of millennials, 
the nation’s largest and most diverse 
generation, appreciate the value of 
historic preservation. 36 percent are 
preservation fans and have taken ac-
tion in support of the cause, and 52 
percent view preservation as a means 
of engaging authentic experiences.  
(Research, 2017)
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Las Vegas has never truly “preserved” 
a casino as historic. The only one that 
comes close is perhaps the El Cortez. 
The lack of preservation rules and 
culture in Las Vegas has allowed an 
almost uncontrolled experimentation 
with the urban environment. Fig. 1 on 
the left shows the transformation of a 
small western gambling street, into a 
vibrant neon-covered paradise, and 
finally into a chaotic assembly of ele-
ments that we consider the Fremont 
Street Experience today. 
The start of Fremont Street’s devolu-
tion is arguable, however some of its 
effects certainly had an impact on 
the Las Vegas Club. A zipline named 
SlotZilla, introduced in the late 2000s, 
completely disconnected the once 
famous photographic moment at 
the Plaza facing the rest of Fremont 
Street. Nearly glued to the Las Vegas 
Club’s facade, the SlotZilla cuts off a 
good chunk of the casino’s frontage 
from Fremont Street.   
The demolition of the Las Vegas Club 
should not be overlooked. This de-
molition sets precedence for other 
developers and owners to take simi-
lar actions in Downtown Las Vegas.
Fig.  1 :  Changes along Fremont & Main
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A BRIEF HISTORY ON A BUILDING
The Overland Hotel was built in 1905 
on the corner of Main and Fremont 
where the Las Vegas Club stood 
until 2017. J Kell Houssels, Las Vegas 
gambling pioneer, opened the Las 
Vegas Club in 1930, and installed the 
first neon sign on a hotel gambling 
establishment in 1931. The Las Ve-
gas Club was located at 21-23 Fre-
mont, on the south side of the street, 
about halfway between Main and 1st 
street. In 1949, Houssels purchased 
the Overland Hotel and moved the 
Las Vegas Club across the street to 
18 Fremont, the site that it stood on 
until its demise. A portion of the exist-
ing facade was demolished to make 
room for the iconic Las Vegas Club 
sign, which became the tallest in 
town at the time. The Overland Ho-
tel continued to operate above the 
club. In 1961, Jackie Gaughan and Mel 
Exber bought the Club and officially 
opened the Las Vegas Club a Hotel 
& Casino, thus ending the Overland 
Hotel. The Overland Hotel’s arcade 
was removed on the Fremont Street 
side to make room for much more 
neon. During the 1970s, the remaining 
Overland Hotel elements were re-
moved, including the adobe parapet 
and arcades facing Main Street. More 
neon was added, as a new crown 
element wrapped the whole facade. 
BIFF’S diner was renamed to DUG-
OUT. The 1980s marked the gaming 
establishment’s most drastic change, 
as an entirely new design completely 
redefined the character of the entire 
building. The original storefront was 
walled off from Fremont Street, mak-
ing the casino accessible from only 
the corners of Fremont & Main and 
Fremont & 1st. These changes were 
supported by a 12-story hotel tower 
and parking garage on the north ends 
of the property towards Ogden. In the 
mid-1990s, an additional hotel tower 
was added where the 80s porte co-
cherre had been, closing that area off 
from vehicular travel. The Las Vegas 
Club faced these renovations nearly 
every decade,. Las Vegas hotel own-
ers were perpetually striving to best 
their competition, and thus constantly 
renovating their properties (this still 
continues today). The five major fa-
çade styles of the Las Vegas Club are 
shown in Fig. 2. 
Fig.  1 :  Changes along Fremont & Main
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In 2002, Jackie Gaughan sold the Las 
Vegas Club, including three other 
casinos to Barrick Gaming and the 
Tamares Group. The hotel towers 
were closed to the public as of 2013, 
while the casino remained open. In 
2015, the property was sold to the 
owners of The D and the Golden 
Gate, Derek and Greg Stevens,, and 
was closed to the public on August 
19, 2015. In August of 2017, demoli-
tion of the entire city block began, in 
order to make room for a new casino 
scheduled to open in 2020. The de-
molition included the Las Vegas Club, 
Golden Goose, and Glitter Gulch.
Fig.  2:  Façade changes through the decades  
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ECOLOGICAL DEMOLITION? 
The acquisition of the Las Vegas Club 
into the Stevens Brothers’ portfolio 
could have meant a renovation, as 
there was precedence seen in their 
renovation of Fitzgerald’s (The D) and 
the Golden Gate. What are the criteria 
to decide whether something should 
be renovated or demolished? Unfor-
tunately, there is none. Las Vegas has 
set no historical, social, or environ-
mental standards regarding building 
demolition, but simply leaves it up to 
developers, and it is often a business 
/ profit driven decision. 
Many of today’s builders argue that 
modern building technology creates 
more energy efficient buildings versus 
renovating old, leaky, and outdated 
buildings. This is a correct statement, 
although energy efficiency must be 
analyzed as a total-lifecycle impact, 
not just operational impact. A study 
conducted by the Empty Homes 
Agency in London, supported by the 
Building and Social Housing Foun-
dation (BHSF) distinguishes building 
CO2 as two distinct and separate 
impacts: operational impact and em-
bodied impact. 
The efficiency of construction meth-
ods and building systems (HVAC, 
insulation, leak sealing, etc.) is con-
sidered operational impact. Modern 
buildings typically use much less en-
ergy to condition and have fewer air 
leaks, and thus typically have a much 
smaller operational CO2 impact. 
The embodied footprint of a mate-
rial is that material’s entire lifecycle, 
all the way from extraction, fabrica-
tion, transportation, to demolition, 
as well as the associated processes 
and energy used during each of 
these phases. Existing buildings have 
already been built, and have thus 
locked in their carbon. Destroying a 
building and constructing a new one 
has a significantly higher embodied 
footprint than simply renovating an 
existing structure. This can vastly out-
weigh the short term energy savings 
of a new structure. According to the 
Empty Housing Agency, over a 50-
year period, there is little difference 
between a new build and a renovated 
build in terms of embodied and op-
erational CO2.1 This signifies that the 
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energy savings of a new building will 
take several decades to make up 
for their very high embodied energy 
costs. 
This study was done particularly for 
housing, and for filling and refurbish-
ing empty homes instead of build-
ing new developments. However, 
the implications of this study can 
certainly be scaled up and applied 
to commercial and hospitality struc-
tures. The case is evident in the Las 
Vegas Club, as thousands of pounds 
of steel, concrete, glass, furnishings, 
and other materials were hauled off to 
landfills. Therefore, the new building’s 
embodied footprint can be estimated 
to be approximately double, as it is 
not just the embodied footprint of the 
new materials to build the new hotel 
/ casino, but also all of the materials 
discarded from the previous build-
ing. No matter how energy efficient 
the new tower may be, this efficiency 
will not make up for the embodied 
footprint of the new and demolished 
building materials for at least a few 
decades. 
An ecological standpoint is certainly 
not the main and only argument 
against building demolition, but it 
cannot be overlooked in an age when 
humanity’s practices continue to 
damage the planet. 
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A CHANGING CITY
Society changes very rapidly and 
constantly, while the built environ-
ment of the city tends to change at a 
much slower pace. That was not, and 
continues to not be the case in Las 
Vegas, where the city has changed 
quite rapidly since its very inception. 
 
The Futurist Manifesto by Antonio 
Sant’Elia condemns style, aesthet-
ics, tradition, and proportion. Sant’Elia 
recognized the rapid changes un-
derwent by society, technology, and 
building methods, and thus proposes 
that architecture must break from tra-
dition, and perform a new start, with a 
new ability to change and evolve at a 
much faster rate. Corbusier had simi-
lar thoughts in Towards a New Archi-
tecture, 1923. The futurist city must be 
“agile, mobile and dynamic in every 
detail.” The key point that Sant’Elia 
makes, is in his final principle, that: 
“Every generation must build its own 
city.” Expanding upon this: “The con-
stant renewal of the architectonic en-
vironment will contribute to the victo-
ry of Futurism which has already been 
affirmed by words-in-freedom, plastic 
dynamism, music without quadra-
ture and the art of noises, and for 
which we fight without respite against 
traditionalist cowardice.” (Sant’Elia, 
1914) Las Vegas seems to align with 
Sant’Elia’s envisioned future. 
legislature to preserve the area’s 
distinctive architectural and cultural 
landmarks, and protect them from 
developers aiming to tear down and 
build new for the sake of monetary 
gain. They do not wish to break from 
the past and build a new city every 
generation, but to retain historic and 
cultural landmarks for the benefit 
of the identity of the city. I had the 
pleasure of interviewing a project 
manager from Marmol-Radziner, an 
L.A. based architecture and design 
firm. He was able to tell me a little 
bit about LA’s Historic Preserva-
tion Ordinance, as well as the firm’s 
work preserving famous modernist 
homes in California. Las Vegas does 
not have a city ordinance prevent-
ing demolition, or any other notable 
ways of preventing developers from 
tearing down historic structures. Also, 
we face issues historic designation. 
Which properties can and should be 
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deemed historic? In the case of the 
Las Vegas Club, despite its long his-
tory, few historic elements actually 
remained. Would a tower built in 1979 
be considered historic by today’s stan-
dards?
There are few notable preservation 
works in Las Vegas, The Historic West-
side School and the Historic 5th Street 
School, the Mob Museum, The Neon 
Museum, and Atomic Liquors are a 
few that can be named. Las Vegas 
does not have any significant legisla-
tion or oversight on historic properties 
that should be preserved. The Nevada 
Historic Preservation Society does not 
seem to do a whole lot of preservation 
past the residential sector. A recent 
battle that the Preservation Society 
is involved is between the city and a 
developer seeking to renovate the 
El Portal Theater (although no longer 
remotely a theater in the interior, but 
a Native American jewelry store) into 
a fast food court. A compromise was 
established, but the developer is still 
demolishing a portion of the façade 
to install an LED screen and create a 
balcony.
Another recent loss on the historic 
front was Trader Bills on the corner of 
Fremont and 4th street. The building 
began operating in the early 1930s, 
changing ownership and uses mul-
tiple times. However, the sign endured 
throughout its lifespan. White Castle’s 
renovation of the building re-painted 
the historic sign, painting “White 
Castle” over “Trader Bills”. President 
of Fremont Street Experience, Mark 
Paris, was quoted saying: 
“The thing that’s important to us is 
the streetscape-how it looks- and 
the owners of Trader Bill’s have main-
tained the neon and the lights that we 
feel are in keeping with the spirit of 
Fremont Street.” (Roeben, 2017)
Mr. Paris was correct, Trader Bills was 
one of the first signs seen by visi-
tors entering Fremont Street (as the 
LV Blvd and Fremont intersection is 
blocked by the SlotZilla Zipline). The 
sign was a visual introduction to years 
of history on the Fremont promenade. 
Now, visitors get to see a fast food 
restaurant, and wonder if the sign was 
a defaced historic sign, or a new one 
built in the spirit of the area. 
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Architecture and identity are inevita-
bly related, although the relationship 
is very difficult to describe. One can 
say that the architectural identity of 
Las Vegas is mainly characterized by 
a central gaming corridor, with urban 
sprawl surrounding it. 
In his book, Genius Loci (1979), Chris-
tian Norberg-Schulz expands upon 
Heidegger’s definition of dwelling by 
stating: 
“Man dwells when he is able to con-
cretize the world in buildings and 
things.” 
Norberg-Schulz further continues: 
“We only recognize the fact that man 
is an integral part of the environment, 
and that it can only lead to human 
alienation and environmental disrup-
tion if he forgets that. To belong to a 
place means to have an existential 
foothold, in a concrete every-day 
sense.”
People certainly have a concrete 
foothold in Vegas, but the city is 
so segmented that it alienates its 
citizens from its central historic core.  
Citizens identify with Summerlin, East 
Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, etc. Few 
have a concrete foothold within the 
downtown area. Norberg-Schulz is 
correct in the environmental sense 
that, by forgetting our integral part in 
the built environment; we are causing 
environmental disruption by tearing 
down buildings. Residents of Sum-
merlin or a similar community would 
be much more upset about a struc-
ture that means something to them in 
Summerlin being torn down, versus a 
structure in Downtown Las Vegas, of 
which few identify with. In his chapter 
on Prague, Norberg-Schulz states: 
“From the new residential neighbor-
hoods, people go to old Prague to 
get a confirmation of their identity.” 
From the new residential neighbor-
hoods in Las Vegas, where do people 
go to affirm their identity? Las Vegans 
tend to pride themselves on never 
going to the Strip. 
Vladimir Czumalo’s paper Architec-
ture + Identity, discusses the Maurice 
Halbwach’s studies on collective 
memory. Individual memory is formed 
through socialization, and these 
memories are organized into social 
frameworks. Memories filter into spe-
cific social groups through communi-
cation and interaction. Czumalo also 
discusses Jan Assmann’s revision to 
Halbwach’s theory, in that collective 
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memory not only reconstructs the 
past and present, but that it organizes 
the present and future
Las Vegas today has a wide range of 
individual and collective memories, 
particularly because the majority of 
residents living in the city have come 
from other cities, and each has ex-
perienced a very different decade of 
Vegas. 
 In old Prague, people experience 
buildings as a form of ritual commu-
nication, in which the buildings are 
symbolic actors on which cultural 
memory builds itself upon.
Czumalo mentions that “historic 
buildings are living testimonies to the 
prosperity and good taste of former 
times.” Yet in Vegas, it seems quite the 
opposite. Older buildings are seen 
as outdated, and people (especially 
tourists) are looking for the newest 
and shiniest building as an affirmation 
of what’s best. Will this always be the 
case? Will younger generations be-
gin to seek older properties to spend 
money at, versus newer, as foreshad-
owed by the study from the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation? 
The proximity of people to downtown 
Las Vegas perhaps contributes to 
their indifferent attitude towards its 
built form. Without an individual or 
collective memory of the area, and 
the general notion that downtown 
and the strip are for tourists, possibly 
gives Las Vegans reasons to not go 
there. The sprawl of Vegas has creat-
ed amenities, restaurants, stores, etc. 
in areas such as Summerlin that allow 
people to not leave those areas, and 
create their own collective memory of 
their respective areas of town. 
As long as tourism remains the main 
focus for downtown and the strip, it 
will be difficult to construct a solid 
local identity and collective memory. 
Greater availability and price ranges 
for housing in the downtown area, will 
boost the community that does care 
about the area. 
MOVING FORWARD
Could the new project that will be 
built on the 18 Fremont site bring 
identity? It certainly can, but I don’t 
believe that it will. On May 8th, 2017, 
the proposed project on 18 Fremont 
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was presented to the public for the 
first time during a Planning Commis-
sion meeting. I was the only Las Ve-
gas citizen who expressed his opinion 
against the new building’s design. 
Either I am crazy, or Las Vegans really 
don’t care about what gets built in our 
city. The move to approve 10 action 
items for special use permits regard-
ing the building through one motion 
one vote was denied, as the com-
mission felt that they had not been 
adequately briefed on the project and 
that they were just expected to quick-
ly approve and rubber stamp it simply 
because it is a new development in 
downtown. The commission voted on 
abeyance of the action items until the 
June meeting. 
If the building was preserved, they 
certainly would have had a smaller 
room count, and smaller gaming floor. 
However, one of the towers could 
have been converted into a residen-
tial tower, and bring more residents to 
the Fremont area. Tourism could be 
motivated not by gambling alone, but 
by a vibrant downtown community 
that has an identity. 
By catering only to its visitors, is Las 
Vegas alienating its own citizens? 
Would a greater attention to our citi-
zens not only boost our city’s identity, 
but also possibly expand tourism as a 
result? 
No matter what building is built on 18 
Fremont, Las Vegas should not allow 
further demolition of historic proper-
ties in the downtown area. Legisla-
tion needs to be created to protect 
properties that may be in danger, as 
well as a set of standards to desig-
nate historic properties. By preserving 
these properties, Las Vegas will cre-
ate a collective memory and identity 
as unique and special place within its 
residents’ hearts. Maybe not today or 
tomorrow, but if future thinkers and 
leaders agree with these goals, then 
perhaps Vegas will begin to change a 
generation or two from now. 
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